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1
MAGNIFICATION OBSERVATION DEVICE

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

The present application claims foreign priority based on
Japanese Patent Application No. 2011-227395, filed Oct. 14,
2011, the contents of which is incorporated herein by refer-
ence.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

The present invention relates to a magnification observa-
tion device which images an object to display an image of the
object.

2. Description of Related Art

Japanese Patent Publication No. 2007-310231 discloses a
microscope devise which has a macro image acquiring unit
and a micro image acquiring unit. In this microscope device,
the macro image acquiring unit is used to capture the macro
image which is low magnification image of a sample, and the
micro image acquiring unitis used to capture the micro image
which is high magnification image of a sample.

Atthe time of acquiring the macro image and micro image,
first, the macro image which includes the entire sample is
captured by the macro image acquiring unit. With reference to
the macro image captured, imaging condition for acquiring
the micro image is set.

Acquisition range is set as imaging condition for acquiring
the micro image. Also, focus measurement position is set as
imaging condition for acquiring the micro image. Focus mea-
surement is performed at the focus measurement position set,
by using a micro imaging device.

In the above focus measurement, for example, with the
object lens which the micro image acquiring unit includes is
moved relative to the sample, a focus of the object lens is
focused at focus measurement position, and the relative dis-
tance between the object lens and the sample is determined at
the time when a focus of the object lens is focused at focus
measurement position.

The higher magnification of the object lens is, the smaller
focus depth of the object lens is. Therefore, in the micro
image acquiring unit having the object lens of high magnifi-
cation, at the time of focus measurement, it is needed to
search in small pitch over a wide range whether or not a focus
of'the object lens is at the focus measurement position. In this
case, it takes a long time for the focus measurement.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention provides a magnification observa-
tion device in which a focus of the imaging unit can be
focused on the observation surface of the object in observa-
tion object region in a short period of time.

(1) According to one embodiment of the invention, there is
provided a magnification observation device which images an
object to display an image of the object, the device including:
a placement unit (or holder) where the object is mounted; an
imaging unit (or an imaging portion or component or imaging
operation) for imaging the object mounted on the placement
unit to capture (acquire) a first image data for displaying an
image of the object; a display unit that displays an image of
the object as a region presentation image based on the first
image data captured (acquired) by the imaging unit; a pro-
cessing unit (or processing portion or component or process-
ing operation) that generates focus position data indicating
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2

the position of observation surface of the object in the light-
axis direction of the imaging unit, based on the first image
data captured (acquired) by the imaging unit; an operation
unit (or operation portion or component) that is operated by a
user for designating a region of the object to be observed as an
observation object region in the region presentation image
displayed by the display unit; and a control unit (or control
portion or control component or controlling operation) that
performs a focusing operation controlling at least one of the
imaging unit and the placement unit so that a focus of the
imaging unit is on the observation surface in the observation
object region designated by the operation of the operation
unit, based on the focus position data generated by the pro-
cessing unit.

Inthe magnification observation device, an object mounted
on the placement unit is imaged by the imaging unit, and a
first image data is captured. An image of the object is dis-
played on the display unit as a region presentation image
based on the first image data captured. Also, focus position
data is generated by the processing unit based on the first
image data captured.

In this case where an observation object region is desig-
nated in the region presentation image by the operation unit,
afocusing operation is performed based on the focus position
data which is generated by the processing unit, a focus of the
imaging unit is on the observation surface in the observation
object region designated.

Inthis case, as the focus position data indicates the position
of'the observation surface of the object in the light-axis direc-
tion, it can result in reduction in time for performing a focus-
ing operation. Consequently, the focusing operation in which
a focus of the imaging unit is focused on the observation
surface of the observation object region of the object can be
performed in a short period of time.

(2) The focusing operation may include parameter setting
operation that sets a position parameter related to positional
relationship between the imaging unit and the placement unit
in the light-axis direction of the imaging unit, based on the
focus position data generated by the processing unit, and a
moving operation that moves at least one of the imaging unit
and the placement unit along the light-axis direction of the
imaging unit based on the position parameter set by the
parameter setting operation.

In the time of the focusing operation, first, a position
parameter related to positional relationship between the
imaging unit and the placement unit in the light-axis direction
of the imaging unit is set, based on the focus position data
generated by the processing unit. Subsequently, at least one of
the imaging unit and the placement unit is moved along the
light-axis direction of the imaging unit based on the position
parameter set.

Inthis case, as the focus position data indicates the position
of'the observation surface of the object in the light-axis direc-
tion of the imaging unit, a first parameter can be set in a short
period of time.

(3) The operation unit that may be configured to allow a
user to designate a plurality of unit regions (piece regions) as
the observation object region in the region presentation
image, and the control unit that may be configured so as to
perform the focusing operation on each of the plurality of unit
regions designated by the operation unit, based on the focus
position data generated by the processing unit.

In this case, even if the desired observation object region is
larger than the unit region, a user can designate the observa-
tion object region on the region presentation image. Also, as
the focusing operation based on the focus position data on
each of the plurality of unit regions designated is repeated, the
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focus of the imaging unit can be focused on the observation
surface of the plurality of unit regions in a short period of
time.

(4) The control unit that may control the imaging unit so as
to capture a second image data for displaying an image of the
observation object region by imaging the observation object
region after the focus of the imaging unit has been on the
observation surface in the observation object region by the
focusing operation, the display unit that may display an image
of the observation object region based on the second image
data captured by the imaging unit, the imaging unit that may
image an object with a first imaging condition at the case of
acquiring the first image data and images an object with a
second imaging condition at the case of acquiring the second
image data, and the first imaging condition and the second
imaging condition may be set so that the quality of an image
based on the first image data is lower than that of an image
based on the second image data.

In this case, as there is no need to equal the quality of an
image based on the first image data and the quality of an
image based on the second image data, the time for imaging
an object with the first imaging condition can be reduced
compared to the time for imaging an object with the second
condition. Therefore, the region presentation image is dis-
played on the display unit in a short period of time.

(5) The control unit that may control the imaging unit so as
to sequentially image a plurality of unit regions, to thereby
capture the first image data with respect to each unit region, at
the time of imaging one unit region of the plurality of unit
region for acquiring the first image data, the control unit that
may control the processing unit so as to generate the focus
position data in the one unit region in the light-axis direction
of the imaging unit based on the first image data captured by
imaging of the one unit region, and at the time of imaging the
one unit region and subsequent unit regions, the imaging unit
may capture the first image data using the focus position data
generated at the time of imaging of the one unit region.

In this case, as the focus position data indicates the position
of'the observation surface of the object in the light-axis direc-
tion, the imaging condition to image the one unit region and
subsequent unit regions can be set appropriately based on the
focus position data corresponding to one unit region. There-
fore, the one unit region and subsequent unit regions can be
imaged with appropriate imaging condition, to thereby be
captured the first image data.

(6) The control unit that may control at least one of the
imaging unit and the placement unit so that a focus of the
imaging unit is moved to a plurality of positions in the light-
axis direction of the imaging unit and the object is respec-
tively imaged at the plurality of positions, to thereby may
capture a plurality of pieces of first image data, the operation
unit that may be configured to allow a user to select at least
part of the plurality of pieces of first image data captured
respectively corresponding to the plurality of positions, and
the control unit that may display an image of the object as a
region presentation image in the display unit based on the at
least part of the first image data selected by the operation unit.

A plurality of images that are displayed based on the plu-
rality of pieces of first image data are focused on different
units or are different in focal degree. Therefore the user can
display a desired image, out of the plurality of images being
focused on different units of different in focal degree, as the
region presentation image in the display unit. This allows the
user to appropriately designate the observation object region.

(7) The control unit that may control at least one of the
imaging unit and the placement unit so that a focus of the
imaging unit is moved to a plurality of positions in the light-
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axis direction of the imaging unit and the object is respec-
tively imaged at the plurality of positions, to thereby may
capture a plurality of pieces of first image data, and may
display an image focused on the plurality of positions of the
observation surfaces of the object as a region presentation
image in the display unit by selectively using each part of the
plurality of pieces of the first image data captured.

In this case, an image respectively focused on the plurality
of positions of the observation surfaces of the object is dis-
played as a region presentation image. Thereby, this allows
the user to appropriately designate the observation object
region.

Provided is a magnification observation device in which a
focus of the imaging unit can be focused on the observation
surface of the object in observation object region in a short
period of time

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a block diagram showing a configuration of a
magnification observation device according to one embodi-
ment of the present invention;

FIG. 2 is a perspective view showing a microscope of the
magnification observation device according to one embodi-
ment of the present invention;

FIG. 3 is a schematic view showing a state where an imag-
ing unit of the microscope is fixed parallel to a Z-direction;

FIG. 4 is a schematic view showing a state where the
imaging unit of the microscope is inclined at a desired angle
from the Z-direction;

FIG. 5 is a view showing one display example of a display
unit at the time when the observation object of FIG. 2 is
imaged by the imaging unit of FIG. 1;

FIGS. 6A and 6B are views for describing an operation of
the magnification observation device at the time of a naviga-
tion image generation process;

FIGS. 7A to 7C are side views for describing normal image
data, laminated image data, and omnifocal image data;

FIG. 8 is a view showing one display example of the
display unit at the end of the navigation image generation
process;

FIG. 9 is an enlarged view of a navigation region of FIG. 8;

FIG. 10 is a view showing one display example of the
display unit at the end of a designated observation process;

FIG. 11 is a flowchart of the navigation image generation
process according to one embodiment of the present inven-
tion;

FIG. 12 is a flowchart of the designated observation pro-
cess according to one embodiment of the present invention;
and

FIG. 13 is a flowchart of the designated observation pro-
cess according to one embodiment of the present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF PREFERRED
EMBODIMENTS

A magnification observation device according to one
embodiment of the present invention will be described with
reference to the drawings.

(1) Configuration of Magnification Observation Device

FIG. 1 is a block diagram showing a configuration of a
magnification observation device according to one embodi-
ment of the present invention.

Hereinafter, two directions orthogonal within a horizontal
plane are taken as an X-direction and a Y-direction, and a
vertical direction (perpendicular direction) to the X-direction
and the Y-direction is taken as a Z-direction.
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As shown in FIG. 1, a magnification observation device
300 is provided with a microscope 100 and an image process-
ing apparatus 200.

The microscope 100 includes an imaging unit 10, a stage
unit 20, and a rotational angle sensor 30. The imaging unit 10
includes a color CCD (charge coupled device) 11, a half
mirror 12, an object lens 13, a zoom adjusting unit 13qa, a
magnification detecting unit 135, an A/D converter (analog/
digital converter) 15, an illumination light source 16, and a
lens driving unit 17. The stage unit 20 includes a stage 21, a
stage driving unit 22, and a stage supporting unit 23. An
observation object S is mounted on the stage 21.

The illumination light source 16 is, for example, a halogen
lamp or a white LED (light-emitting diode) which generates
white light. White light generated by the illumination light
source 16 is reflected by the half mirror 12, and thereafter
collected by the object lens 13 onto the observation object S
on the stage 21.

The white light reflected by the observation object S is
transmitted through the object lens 13 and the half mirror 12,
and incident on the color CCD 11. The color CCD 11 has a
plurality of pixels. Each pixel is configured of three kinds of
sub-pixels that respectively receive red wavelength light,
green wavelength light, and blue wavelength light. The plu-
rality of pixels are two-dimensionally arrayed at a fixed pixel
pitch (distance between centers of mutually adjacent two
pixels). From each of the pixels in the color CCD 11, an
electric signal corresponding to a light receiving amount is
outputted. The output signal of the color CCD 11 is converted
to the digital signal by the A/D converter 15. The digital signal
outputted from the A/D converter 15 is sequentially provided
as image data including a plurality of pieces of pixel data to
the image processing apparatus 200. Instead of the color CCD
11, an imaging element such as a CMOS (complementary
metal oxide semiconductor) image sensor may be used.

In the present embodiment, the object lens 13 is a zoom
lens. The zoom adjusting unit 13« changes a magnification of
the object lens 13 by control of the image processing appa-
ratus 200. The magnification detecting unit 135 detects the
magnification of the object lens 13, and provides a detection
result to the image processing apparatus 200. Thereby, the
magnification of the object lens 13 is adjustable by the image
processing apparatus 200 to an arbitrary magnification within
afixed range. It is to be noted that the zoom adjusting unit 13«
may be operated by the user, to adjust the magnification of the
object lens 13. In this case, the adjusted magnification of the
object lens 13 is detected by the magnification detecting unit
1354, and provided to the image processing apparatus 200.

Further, the object lens 13 is provided movably in the
Z-direction. The lens driving unit 17 moves the object lens 13
in the Z-direction by control of the image processing appara-
tus 200. Thereby, a focal position of the imaging unit 10
moves in the Z-direction.

The stage 21 is rotatably provided on the stage supporting
unit 23 around an axis in the Z direction. The stage driving
unit 22 moves the stage 21 in an x-direction and a y-direction,
described later, relatively with respect to the stage supporting
unit 23 based on a movement command signal (drive pulse)
provided from the image processing apparatus 200. The stage
driving unit 22 uses a stepping motor. The rotational angle
sensor 30 detects a rotational angle of the stage 21, and
provides the image processing apparatus 200 with an angle
detection signal indicating the detected angle. In the image
processing apparatus 200, based on the response signal from
the stage driving unit 22 with respect to the movement com-
mand signal and the angle detection signal from the rotational
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6

angle sensor 30, a position of the stage 21 in the X-direction
and the Y-direction and a rotational angle thereof are
acquired.

The image processing apparatus 200 includes an interface
210, a CPU (central processing unit) 220, a ROM (read only
memory) 230, a storage unit 240, an input unit 250, a display
unit 260, and an operation memory 270.

A system program is stored into the ROM 230. The storage
unit 240 is made up of a hard disk and the like. In the storage
unit 240, a later-described magnification observation pro-
gram is stored, and a variety of data such as image data
provided from the microscope 100 through the interface 210
are also stored. A detail of the magnification observation
program will be described later. The input unit 250 includes a
keyboard and a pointing device. As the pointing device, a
mouse, a touch pad, a joystick, or the like is used. The input
unit 250 may be a touch pad.

The display unit 260 is configured, for example, of a liquid
crystal display panel or an organic EL (electroluminescent)
panel.

The operation memory 270 is made up of a RAM (random
access memory), and used for processing a variety of data.

The CPU 220 executes the magnification observation pro-
gram stored in the storage unit 240, to perform the magnifi-
cation observation process based on image data by means of
the operation memory 270, and also displays an image based
on the image data in the display unit 260. Further, the CPU
220 controls the color CCD 11, the zoom adjusting unit 13a,
the illumination light source 16, the lens driving unit 17, and
the stage driving unit 22 of the microscope 100 through the
interface 210.

FIG. 2is a perspective view showing the microscope 100 of
the magnification observation device 300 according to one
embodiment of the present invention. In FIG. 2, the X-direc-
tion, the Y-direction, and the Z-direction are indicated by
arrows.

As shown in FIG. 2, the microscope 100 has a base 1. A first
supporting base 2 is attached onto the base 1, and a second
supporting base 3 is also attached to the front surface of the
first supporting base 2 so as to be embedded thereinto.

A connecting unit 4 is rotatably attached to the top edge of
the first supporting base 2 around a rotational axis R1 extend-
ing in the Y-direction. A rotational column 5 is attached to the
connecting unit 4. Thereby, the rotational column 5 is inclin-
able within a vertical plane parallel to the Z-direction with the
rotational axis R1 taken as a fulcrum point in association with
rotation of the connecting unit 4. The user can fix the con-
necting unit 4 to the first supporting base 2 by means of a
fixing knob 9.

A circular supporting unit 7 is attached to the front surface
of'a connecting unit 6. A substantially tubular imaging unit 10
is attached to the supporting unit 7. In the state of FIG. 2, a
light axis R2 of the imaging unit 10 is parallel to the Z-direc-
tion. The supporting unit 7 has a plurality of adjustment
screws 41 for moving the imaging unit 10 within the horizon-
tal plane. It is possible to adjust a position of the imaging unit
10 so that the light axis R2 of the imaging unit 10 vertically
intersects with a rotational axis R1 by means of the plurality
of adjustment screws 41.

A slider 8 is attached, slidably in the Z-direction, to the
front surface ofthe second supporting base 3 onthe base 1. An
adjustment knob 42 is provided on the side surface of the
second supporting base 3. A position of the slider 8 in the
Z-direction (height direction) is adjustable by an adjustment
knob 42.

The stage supporting unit 23 of the stage unit 20 is attached
onto the slider 8. The stage 21 is rotationally provided around
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arotational axis R3 in the Z-direction with respect to the stage
supporting unit 23. Further, the x-direction and the y-direc-
tion intersecting with each other within the horizontal plane
are set on the stage 21. The stage 21 is provided movably in
the x-direction and the y-direction by the stage driving unit 22
of FIG. 1. When the stage 21 rotates around the rotational axis
R3, the x-direction and the y-direction of the stage 21 also
rotate. This leads to inclination of the x-direction and the
y-direction of the stage 21 within the horizontal plane with
respect to the X-direction and the Y-direction.

An imaging range (visual field range) of the imaging unit
10 varies depending on a magnification of the imaging unit
10. Hereinafter, the imaging range of the imaging unit 10 is
referred to as a unit region. The stage 21 can be moved in the
x-direction and the y-direction, to thereby capture image data
of a plurality of unit regions. The image data of the plurality
of'unit regions can be connected, to thereby display images of
the plurality of unit regions in the display unit 260 of FIG. 1.

Although the imaging range of the imaging unit 10 is
referred to as the unit region in the present embodiment as
thus described, the unit region is not necessarily the imaging
range of the imaging unit 10. For example, part of regions
within the imaging range of the imaging unit 10 may be taken
as a unit region. In this case, the unit region is smaller than the
imaging range of the imaging unit 10.

FIG. 3 is a schematic view showing a state where the
imaging unit 10 of the microscope 100 is fixed parallel to the
Z-direction. Further, FIG. 4 is a schematic view showing a
state where the imaging unit 10 of the microscope 100 is
inclined at a desired angle from the Z direction.

As shown in FIG. 3, with the rotational column 5 in a
parallel state to the Z-direction, the fixing knob 9 is fastened,
to fix the connecting unit 4 to the second supporting base 3.
Thereby, the light axis R2 of the imaging unit 10 vertically
intersects with the rotational axis R1 while being in a parallel
state to the Z-direction. In this case, the light axis R2 of the
imaging unit 10 is vertical to the surface of the stage 21.

The fixing knob 9 is loosened, to make the connecting unit
4 rotatable around the rotational axis R1, and the rotational
column 5 inclinable with the rotational axis R1 taken as a
fulcrum point. Therefore, as shown in FIG. 4, the light axis R2
of'the imaging unit 10 is inclinable at an arbitrary angle 0 with
respect to the Z-direction. In this case, the light axis R2 of the
imaging unit 10 vertically intersects with the rotational axis
R1. Similarly, the light axis R2 of the imaging unit 10 is
inclinable at an arbitrary angle on the side opposite to the side
in FIG. 4 with respect to the Z-direction.

Therefore, a height of the surface of an observation object
on the stage 21 can be made to agree with a height of the
rotational axis R1, to thereby observe the same portion of the
observation in a vertical direction and an oblique direction.

(2) One Display Example of Display Unit at the Time of
Observation

The observation object S of FIG. 2 has a structure where
three platy members of mutually different sizes are vertically
laminated. The size of the platy member provided at the top is
smaller than the sizes of the other two platy members. The
size of the platy member provided at the center is smaller than
the size of the platy member provided at the bottom. The
respective top surfaces of the three platy members form a first
plane S1, a second plane S2, and a third plane S3 which are
parallel to the horizontal plane.

FIG. 5 is a view showing one display example of the
display unit 260 at the time when the observation object S of
FIG. 2 is imaged by the imaging unit 10 of FIG. 1. As shown
in FIG. 5, an image display region 410, a condition setting
region 420, and a pointer p are displayed on a screen of the
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display unit 260. At the time of imaging the observation
object S by the imaging unit 10, animage based on image data
is displayed in the image display region 410. In the example
of FIG. 5, an image showing the first plane S1 and part of the
second plane S2 of the observation object S is displayed in the
image display region 410. A normal navigation button 421, a
laminated navigation button 422, and an omnifocal naviga-
tion button 423 are displayed in the condition setting region
420.

In this state, the user can move the stage 21 of FIG. 2 in the
x-direction or the y-direction, to thereby change the range of
the images of the observation object S displayed in the image
display region 410.

(3) Magnification Observation Process

As described above, in the magnification observation
device 300 according to the present embodiment, the stage 21
can be moved in the x-direction and the y-direction, to thereby
capture image data of a plurality of unit regions, and the
image data of the plurality of unit regions can be connected,
to thereby display images of the plurality of unit regions in the
display unit 260 of FIG. 1. In this case, it is possible to display
in the display unit 260 an image of the observation object S
across a broad range exceeding one unit region.

The magnification observation process includes a naviga-
tion image generation process and a designated observation
process. Hereinafter, details of the navigation image genera-
tion process and the designated observation process will be
described. In the present example, before and after the mag-
nification observation process, the magnification of the object
lens 13 of FIG. 1 is constant, and a focal position of the object
lens 13 (distance from the object lens 13 to a focus of the
object lens 13 in a light-axis direction) is also constant.

(3-1) Navigation Image Generation Process

The user operates any one of the normal navigation button
421, the laminated navigation button 422, and the omnifocal
navigation button 423 of FIG. 5. In response to this operation,
the navigation image generation process is started. FIGS. 6A
and 6B are views for describing an operation of the magnifi-
cation observation device 300 at the time of the navigation
image generation process.

In the case where the magnification of the object lens 13 of
FIG. 1 is constant before and after the magnification obser-
vation process, the observation object S is imaged in a plu-
rality of unit regions by starting of the navigation image
generation process.

FIG. 6A is a plan view showing an imaging order at the
time of the navigation image generation process. As shown in
FIG. 6A, when the navigation image generation process is
started, the stage 21 of FIG. 1 is moved in the x-direction and
the y-direction, to sequentially image a plurality of unit
regions of the observation object S within a previously set
range (hereinafter, referred to as navigation region) NR which
is larger than one unit region. In the present example, first to
twenty-fifth unit regions rl1 to r25 are sequentially imaged in
a spiral form. It is to be noted that in FIG. 6A, illustration of
the observation object S is omitted.

FIG. 6B is a side view showing an operation of the object
lens 13 at the time of imaging the unit region rl. In the present
example, an upper limit position UP and alower limit position
BP of the position in the Z-direction (hereinafter, referred to
as Z position) of the object lens 13 are set in accordance with
the magnification of the object lens 13. At the time of imaging
each unit region in the navigation image generation process,
the object lens 13 is moved between the upper limit position
UP and the lower limit position BP by the lens driving unit 17
of FIG. 1. Hence, the unit region is imaged in a state where the
object lens 13 is located in a plurality of Z positions. In the
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example of FIG. 6B, the unit region rl is imaged in a state
where the object lens 13 is located in a plurality of Z positions
zpl to zp9. In such a manner, a plurality of pieces of image
data respectively corresponding to the plurality of Z positions
zpl to zp9 are captured with respect to each unit region.

At the time of imaging the observation object S by the
imaging unit 10, a sampling period of image data captured by
the image processing apparatus 200 is fixed. In this case, a
moving speed ofthe objectlens 13 can be adjusted, to thereby
adjust respective pitches among the plurality of Z positions
zpl to zp9 of the object lens 13 at the time of imaging each
unit region. Specifically, the respective pitches among the 7
positions zpl to zp9 of the object lens 13 at the time of
imaging each unit region can be made larger by increasing the
moving speed of the object lens 13, and the respective pitches
among the Z positions zp1 to zp9 of the object lens 13 at the
time of imaging each unit region can be made smaller by
decreasing the moving speed of the object lens 13. In the
present embodiment, each of the pitches among the Z posi-
tions zp1 to zp9 at the time of the navigation image generation
process is previously set as a first pitch.

Further, at the time of imaging each unit region, data (here-
inafter, referred to as shape data) showing a position of the
surface of the observation object S in the Z-direction is gen-
erated based on the captured plurality of pieces of image data.
The shape data is, for example, generated by the CPU 220 of
FIG. 1 as follows.

As described above, the image data includes a plurality of
pieces of image data. For example, a high-frequency compo-
nent in a spatial distribution of values of a plurality of pieces
of pixel data (electric signal levels corresponding to light
receiving amounts) generated by imaging portion of a unit
region in a plurality of Z positions indicates a peak at a
position where a focus fof the object lens 13 is on the surface
of the observation object S in part of the unit region, and
decreases as the focus f of the object lens 13 gets away from
the surface of the observation object S.

Thereat, based on a plurality of pieces of pixel data gener-
ated by imaging unit of the unit region at a plurality of Z
positions, the CPU 220 obtains a Z position of the object lens
13 at the time when values of a plurality of pieces of image
data with respect to each pixel of the color CCD 11 indicate a
peak. Thereby, the CPU 220 detects the position of the surface
of the observation object S in the Z-direction based on the
obtained Z position of the object lens 13 and the focal position
of the object lens 13, with respect to each pixel of the color
CCD 11. These detection results lead to generation of the
shape data.

Subsequently, based on the plurality of pieces of image
data captured in each unit region, any one of normal image
data, laminated image data, and omnifocal image data is
generated in association with each unit region. FIGS. 7A to
7C are side views for describing normal image data, lami-
nated image data, and omnifocal image data.

The normal image data is generated at the time of the
navigation image generation process when the normal navi-
gation button 421 of FIG. 5 is operated. The normal image
data is, for example, image data captured in a state where the
focus f of the object lens 13 is on the surface of the observa-
tion object S in the central part of each unit region. In the
example of FIG. 7A, in a state where the object lens 13 is
located in the position zp4, the focus f of the object lens 13 is
on the surface of the observation object S in the central part of
the unit region rl. Based on the above shape data, the normal
image data is generated by extracting the image data captured
in the state where the focus is on the surface of the observation
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object S in the central part of the unit region out of the
plurality of pieces of image data obtained by imaging each
unit region.

The laminated image data is generated at the time of the
navigation image generation process when the laminated
navigation button 422 of FIG. 5 is operated. The laminated
image data is an aggregate of a plurality of pieces of image
data captured in a state where the object lens 13 is located in
a plurality of Z positions in each unit region.

In the example of FIG. 7B, the unit region rl is imaged in
a state where the object lens 13 is located in the plurality of Z
positions zp1 to zp9. In this case, laminated image data cor-
responding to the unit region rl is generated based on a
plurality of pieces of (nine, in the present example) image
data respectively corresponding to the plurality of Z positions
zpl to zp9.

The omnifocal image data is generated at the time of the
navigation image generation process when the omnifocal
navigation button 423 of FIG. 5 is operated. Pixel data indica-
tive of a peak with respect to each pixel of the color CCD 11
of FIG. 1 is extracted from a plurality of pieces of image data
captured by imaging each unit region, and the extracted plu-
rality of pieces of pixel data are synthesized, to thereby gen-
erate the omnifocal image data. According to the omnifocal
image data, itis possible to generate an image focused on each
of all portions in each unit region.

Inthe example of FIG. 7C, the first plane S1 and the second
plane S2 exist whose positions in the Z-direction within the
unit region r1 as the imaging object are different. The focus f
of the object lens 13 is on the first plane S1 within the unit
region r1 in a state where the object lens 13 is located at the Z
position zp4, and the focus f of the object lens 13 is on the
second plane S2 within the unit region r1 in a state where the
object lens 13 is located at the Z position zp6.

Inthis case, in the portion of the first plane 51 out of the unit
region rl, pixel data, imaged in the state where the object lens
13 is located at the Z position zp4, indicates a peak. In the
portion of the second plane S2 out of the unit region r1, pixel
data, imaged in the state where the object lens 13 is located at
the Z position zp6, indicates a peak. A plurality of pieces of
pixel data indicative of these peaks are extracted, and the
extracted plurality of pieces of pixel data are synthesized. In
this manner, the omnifocal image data is generated.

In the following description, the normal image data, the
laminated image data, and the omnifocal image data will be
collectively referred to as navigation image data.

As described above, in all the unit regions rl to r25 within
the navigation region NR of FIG. 6, a plurality of pieces of
image data are captured, to generate shape data and also
generate navigation image data. Thereafter, the CPU 220 of
FIG. 1 connects the plurality of pieces of shape data respec-
tively corresponding to the plurality of unit regions rl to r25,
to generate shape data corresponding to the navigation region
NR. Further, the CPU 220 of FIG. 1 connects a plurality of
pieces of navigation image data respectively corresponding to
the plurality of unit regions r1 to 125, to generate navigation
image data corresponding to the navigation region NR. More-
over, the CPU 220 stores the generated shape data and navi-
gation image data into the storage unit 240 of FIG. 1.

Finally, the CPU 220 of FIG. 1 displays in the display unit
260 an image showing the navigation region NR (hereinafter,
referred to as navigation image) based on the generated navi-
gation image data.

FIG. 8 is a view showing one display example of the
display unit 260 at the end of the navigation image generation
process. As shown in FIG. 8, the navigation image generation
process is performed to display, in addition to the image



US 9,383,569 B2

11

display region 410 and the condition setting region 420 of
FIG. 5, a navigation region 430 on the screen of the display
unit 260.

A normal observation button 424, a detailed observation
button 425, and an omnifocal observation button 426 are
displayed in the condition setting region 420. Details of the
normal observation button 424, the detailed observation but-
ton 425, and the omnifocal observation button 426 will be
described later.

The navigation image is displayed in a navigation region
430. The unit regions displayed in the image display region
410 are represented by a frame 431 within the navigation
image.

FIG. 9 is an enlarged view of the navigation region 430 of
FIG. 8. In FIG. 9, in order to facilitate understanding that a
plurality of images respectively corresponding to the plurality
of unit regions r1 to r25 are displayed in the display unit 260,
the navigation region 430 is provided with dotted lines for
partitioning the plurality of images corresponding to the plu-
rality of unit regions rl to r25.

Herein, when the navigation image data is the normal
image data, an image of the navigation region NR, obtained
by connecting a plurality of images focused on the respective
central parts of the unit regions rl to r25, is displayed as the
navigation image in the navigation region 430.

At the time of display of the navigation image based on
laminated image data, the user can operate the input unit 250
of FIG. 1, to thereby designate any one of the plurality of
pieces of image data respectively corresponding to the plu-
rality of Z positions zp1 to zp9. When the navigation image
data is the laminated image data, any one of the plurality of
pieces of image data is designated to display an image of the
navigation region NR based on the designated image data as
the navigation image in the navigation region 430.

When the navigation image data is the omnifocal image
data, an image of the navigation region NR based on the
image respectively focused on all the portions in all the unit
regions rl to r25, is displayed as the navigation image in the
navigation region 430.

In such a manner as above, the navigation image is dis-
played in the navigation region 430 of the display unit 260 of
FIG. 1, thereby completing the navigation image generation
process.

(3-2) Designated Observation Process

By operation of any one of the normal observation button
424, the detailed observation button 425, and the omnifocal
observation button 426 of the condition setting region 420 of
FIG. 8, the designated observation process is started.

By starting the designated observation process, in the navi-
gation region 430 of FIGS. 8 and 9, the user can designate as
the observation object region one or more of the plurality of
unitregions rl to r25 displayed in the navigation image by use
of the input unit 250 of FIG. 1. This facilitates the user to
designate a desired observation object region of the observa-
tion object S, while viewing an image of the observation
object S across a broad range exceeding one unit region.

As shown in FIG. 9, for example, part of the navigation
image (unit regions rl to r9) displayed in the navigation
region 430 is designated by the user as the observation object
region. In this case, the designated observation object region
is represented by a frame 432 within the navigation image.

Thereafter, the CPU 220 of FIG. 1 performs a varying
process according to the kind of button operated by the user.
Hereinafter, there will be described processes in the case of
respective operations of the normal observation button 424,
the detailed observation button 425, and the omnifocal obser-
vation button 426.
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When the normal observation button 424 of FIG. 8 is
operated, based on the shape data stored in the storage unit
240, the CPU 220 obtains a Z position of the object lens 13 at
the time when the focus fof the object lens 13 is on the surface
of the observation object S in the central part of each of the
unit regions rl to r9 within the observation object region.
Subsequently, the CPU 220 moves the object lens 13 to the Z
position obtained with respect to each unit region, to image
the observation object S. Thereby, the plurality of pieces of
image data respectively corresponding to the plurality of unit
regions rl to r9 are captured. Thereafter, the captured plural-
ity of pieces of image data are connected, and based on the
connected image data, an image of the observation object
region is displayed as the observation object image in the
image display region 410.

FIG. 10 is a view showing one display example of the
display unit 260 at the end of the designated observation
process. In the example of FIG. 10, the normal observation
button 424 of FIG. 8 is operated, and by designation of the
unit regions rl to r9 as the observation object regions in the
navigation image of FIG. 9, an observation object image
focused on each of the central parts of the unit regions r1 to r9
is displayed in the image display region 410. It should be
noted that in FIG. 10, in order to facilitate understanding that
the plurality of images respectively corresponding to the plu-
rality of unit regions rl to r9 are displayed in the display unit
260, the image display region 410 is provided with dotted
lines for partitioning the plurality of images corresponding to
the plurality of unit regions r1 to r9.

When the detailed observation button 425 of FIG. 8 is
operated, the Z position of the object lens 13 at the time when
the focus f'is on the central part of the unit region with respect
to each unit region within the observation object region is
searched in more detail than at the time of the navigation
image generation process, and then detected. In the following
description, the Z position of the object lens 13 obtained by
this detection result will be referred to as a detailed focal
position. Thereafter, the Z position of the object lens 13 is
moved to the detailed focal position, and the unit region is
imaged.

Specifically, by operation of the detailed observation but-
ton 425 of FIG. 8, based on the shape data stored in the storage
unit 240, the CPU 220 obtains a Z position of the object lens
13 at the time when the focus f of the object lens 13 is on the
surface of the observation object S in the central part of each
of the unit regions within the observation object region.

Subsequently, the CPU 220 sets a Z-direction range (here-
inafter, referred to as first Z-direction movement range)
where the object lens 13 is moved for searching the detailed
focal position with respect to each unit region. The first Z-di-
rection movement range is set to a range having a fixed width
centered, for example, at the Z position of the object lens 13
obtained with respect to each unit region so that the range is
smaller than the range between the upper limit position UP
and the lower limit position BP. In this case, with the shape
data being indicative of the position of the surface of the
observation object S in the Z-direction, the first Z-direction
movement range is set in a short period of time.

Next, the CPU 220 images the observation object S in a
plurality of Z positions while moving the object lens 13
within the set first Z-direction movement range with respect
to the first unit region r1 of the observation object region. The
moving speed of the object lens 13 at this time is low as
compared with the moving speed of the object lens 13 at the
time of the navigation image generation process. In this case,
each of pitches among a plurality of Z positions of the object
lens 13 corresponding to a plurality of timings to image the
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unit region is smaller than the first pitch described above. In
such a manner, in the present embodiment, each of the pitches
among the Z positions at the time of the designated observa-
tion process is previously set as a second pitch.

The CPU 220 detects a detailed focal position based on a
plurality of pieces of image data obtained by imaging. There-
after, the CPU 220 moves the object lens 13 to the detected
detailed focal position, to re-image the unit region r1.

The CPU 220 repeatedly performs a process similar to the
above in the subsequent unit regions (unit regions r2 to r9) of
the observation object region. Thereby, a plurality of pieces of
image data respectively corresponding to the plurality of unit
regions r1 to 9 are captured. Finally, the plurality of pieces of
image data captured with respect to each unit region are
connected, and an image of the observation object region
based on the connected image data is displayed as the obser-
vation object image in the image display region 410 of FIG.
10.

In the present example, with the second pitch being smaller
than the first pitch, the Z position of the object lens 13 at the
time when the focus f'is on the central part of the unit region
with respect to each unit region can be obtained in more
detail. Further, the first Z-direction movement range where
the object lens 13 is moved at the time of the designated
observation process can be set to a sufficiently small range
based on the shape data. Accordingly, even when the moving
speed of the object lens 13 decreases due to the second pitch
being smaller than the first pitch, an increase in time required
for imaging the observation object region is suppressed.

When the omnifocal observation button 426 of FIG. 8 is
operated, there is set a Z-direction range (hereinafter, referred
to as second Z-direction movement range) where the object
lens 13 is moved with respect to each unit region within the
observation object region. In this case, since the shape data
indicates the position of the surface of the observation object
S in the Z-direction, the second Z-direction movement range
is set in a short period of time. Thereafter, the object lens 13
moves within the second Z-direction movement range set
with respect to each unit region, to image the observation
object S in the plurality of Z positions.

Specifically, by operation of the omnifocal observation
button 426 of FIG. 8, based on the shape data stored in the
storage unit 240, the CPU 220 obtains a Z position (highest Z
position) of the object lens 13 at the time when the focus f of
the object lens 13 is on the surface of the observation object S
at the highest position in each unit region, and a Z position
(lowest Z position) of the object lens 13 at the time when the
focus f of the object lens 13 is on the surface of the observa-
tion object S at the lowest position in each unit region. Fur-
ther, the CPU 220 sets the second Z-direction movement
range so as to include a range from the highest Z position to
the lowest Z position with respect to each unit region.

Next, the CPU 220 images the observation object S in a
plurality of Z positions while moving the object lens 13
within the set second Z-direction movement range with
respect to the first unit region rl of the observation object
region. Similarly to the case where the detailed observation
button 425 of FIG. 8 is operated, the moving speed of the
object lens 13 at this time is low as compared with the moving
speed of the object lens 13 at the time of the navigation image
generation process.

The CPU 220 generates omnifocal image data based on a
plurality of pieces of image data obtained by imaging. The
CPU 220 repeatedly performs a process similar to the above
in the subsequent unit regions (unit regions r2 to r9) of the
observation object region. Thereby, a plurality of pieces of
focal image data respectively corresponding to the plurality
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of unit regions rl to r9 are captured. Finally, the captured
plurality of focal image data are connected, and an image of
the observation object region based on the connected focal
image data is displayed as the observation object image in the
image display region 410 of FIG. 10.

Also in the present example, since the second pitch is
smaller than the first pitch, accuracy in observation object
image sufficiently improves. Further, the second Z-direction
movement range where the object lens 13 is moved at the time
of the designated observation process can be set in a suffi-
ciently small range based on the shape data. Accordingly,
even when the moving speed of the object lens 13 decreases
due to the second pitch being smaller than the first pitch, an
increase in time required for imaging the observation object
region is suppressed.

(4) Flow of Magnification Observation Process

(4-1) Flow of Navigation Image Generation Process

As described above, the magnification observation process
according to the present embodiment includes the navigation
image generation process and the designated observation pro-
cess. First, a flow of the navigation image generation process
will be described.

FIG. 11 is a flowchart of the navigation image generation
process according to one embodiment of the present inven-
tion. The CPU 220 of FIG. 1 executes a magnification obser-
vation program stored in the storage unit 240, to perform the
navigation image generation process as part of the magnifi-
cation observation process according to the present embodi-
ment.

In an initial state, a position and a size of the navigation
region are previously set in accordance with the magnifica-
tion of the object lens 13. In the present example, a plurality
of unit regions are included in the navigation region. In this
case, an imaging order of the plurality of unit regions within
the navigation region is also previously set. It is to be noted
that the position and the size of the navigation region and the
imaging order ofthe plurality of unit regions may be set by the
user.

In response to operation of any one of the normal naviga-
tion button 421, the laminated navigation button 422, and the
omnifocal navigation button 423 of FIG. 5 by the user, the
CPU 220 starts the navigation image generation process.

Upon start of the navigation image generation process, the
CPU 220 moves the stage 21 so that one unit region within the
navigation region is imaged in accordance with the previ-
ously set order (step S11).

Subsequently, the CPU 220 moves the object lens 13 in the
Z-direction between the previously set upper limit position
UP and lower limit position BP, to image the unit region at a
plurality of Z positions and capture a plurality of pieces of
image data, and generates shape data corresponding to the
unitregions based on the captured plurality of pieces of image
data (step S12). The captured plurality of pieces of image data
and the generated shape data at this time are stored into the
storage unit 240.

Next, based on which of the normal navigation button 421,
the laminated navigation button 422, and the omnifocal navi-
gation button 423 of FIG. 5 has been operated, the CPU 220
determines the kind of navigation image to be displayed in the
navigation region 430 of FIG. 8 (step S13).

When the normal navigation button 421 of FIG. 5 is oper-
ated, the CPU 220 generates the above normal image data
based on the plurality of pieces of image data captured and the
shape data generated in step S12 (step S14).

On the one hand, when the laminated navigation button 422
of FIG. 5 is operated, the CPU 220 generates the above
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laminated image data based on the plurality of pieces of
image data captured and the shape data generated in step S12
(step S15).

On the other hand, when the omnifocal navigation button
423 of FIG. 5 is operated, the CPU 220 generates the above
omnifocal image data based on the plurality of pieces of
image data captured and the shape data generated in step S12
(step S16).

After the process of any one of steps S14, S15, S16, the
CPU 220 determines whether or not the currently-imaged
unit region is a unit region to be lastly imaged within the
navigation region (step S17).

When the currently-imaged unit region is not the unit
region to be lastly imaged, based on the shape data corre-
sponding to the currently-imaged unit region, the CPU 220
sets a range of the object lens 13 to be moved in the Z-direc-
tion at the time of imaging the next unit region (step S18).

For example, there is assumed a case where the mutually
adjacent first unit region and second unit region are sequen-
tially imaged. In this case, the position of the surface of the
observation object S in a portion of the first unit region, which
is near the second unit region, is considered almost equal to
the position of the surface of the observation object S in the
second unit region. Thereat, based on the shape data gener-
ated by imaging the first unit region, the position of the
surface of the observation object S in the second unit region is
predicted, to set the range of the object lens 13 to be moved in
the Z-direction at the time of imaging the second unit region.
Hence, at the time of imaging the second and subsequent unit
regions, the surface of the observation object S can be imaged
in a small range as compared with the previously set range
between the upper limit position UP and the lower limit
position BP. Consequently, the time required for the naviga-
tion image generation process can be reduced.

Subsequently, the CPU 220 returns to the process of step
S11. In the second and subsequent processes of step S11, the
CPU 220 moves the stage 21 so that the next unit region is
imaged within the navigation region in accordance with the
previously set order. Further, in the second and subsequent
processes of step S12, the CPU 220 moves the object lens 13
in the Z-direction, for example, based on the movement range
of the object lens 13 set by previous step S18. It should be
noted that in the first process of step S12, instead of moving
the object lens 13 in the Z-direction between the previously
set upper limit position UP and lower limit position BP, the
object lens 13 may be moved in the Z-direction within the
movement range of the object lens 13 set by the user.

In step S17, when the currently-imaged unit region is the
unit region to be lastly imaged, the CPU 220 connects a
plurality of pieces of navigation image data (normal image
data, laminated image data, or omnifocal image data) gener-
ated respectively corresponding to all the unit regions within
the navigation region NR, and displays a navigation image
based on the connected navigation image data in the display
unit 260 of FIG. 1 (step S19). Thereby, the navigation image
generation process is completed.

(4-2) Flow of Designated Observation Process

Subsequently, the flow of the designated observation pro-
cess will be described. FIGS. 12 and 13 are flowcharts of the
designated observation process according to one embodiment
of the present invention. The CPU 220 of FIG. 1 executes a
magnification observation program stored in the storage unit
240, to perform the designated observation process as part of
the magnification observation process according to the
present embodiment.

In response to operation of any one of the normal observa-
tion button 424, the detailed observation button 425, and the
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omnifocal observation button 426 of FIG. 8 by the user, the
CPU 220 starts the designated observation process.

First, the CPU 220 determines whether or not an observa-
tion object region has been designated from the navigation
image of FIG. 8 by the user (step S21). By designation of the
observation object region, the CPU 220 moves the stage 21 so
that one unit region within the designated observation object
region is imaged (step S22).

Subsequently, the CPU 220 obtains a Z position of the
objectlens 13 atthe time when the object lens 13 is focused on
the surface of the observation object S in the central part of
each of the unit regions based on the shape data generated by
the navigation image generation process (step S23). In the
description of the present flowchart, the Z-position of the
object lens 13 obtained in step S23 will be referred to as a
temporary focal position.

Next, based on which of the normal observation button
424, the detailed observation button 425, and the omnifocal
observation button 426 of FIG. 8 has been operated, the CPU
220 determines the kind of observation in the designated
observation process (step S24).

When the normal observation button 424 of FIG. 8 is
operated, the CPU 220 moves the object lens 13 to the tem-
porary focal position obtained in step S23, to image the unit
region (step S31). Thereby, image data corresponding to the
unit region is generated, and the generated image data is
stored into the storage unit 240.

On the other hand, when the detailed observation button
425 of FIG. 8 is operated, the CPU 220 sets the first Z-direc-
tion movement range based on the temporary focal position
obtained in step S23 (step S41). Subsequently, the CPU 220
images the unit region while moving the object lens 13 in the
Z-direction within the set first Z-direction movement range
(step S42). Thereby, a plurality of pieces of image data cor-
responding to a plurality of Z positions are generated in the
unit region. Next, the CPU 220 detects the above-mentioned
detailed focal position based on the generated plurality of
pieces of image data (step S43). Subsequently, the CPU 220
moves the object lens 13 to the detected detailed focal posi-
tion, to image the unit region (step S44). Thereby, image data
corresponding to the unit region is generated, and the gener-
ated image data is stored into the storage unit 240.

On the other hand, when the omnifocal observation button
426 of FIG. 8 is operated, the CPU 220 sets the second
Z-direction movement range based on the temporary focal
position obtained in step S23 (step S51). Subsequently, the
CPU 220 images the unit region while moving the object lens
13 in the Z-direction within the set second Z-direction move-
ment range (step S52). Thereby, a plurality of pieces of image
data corresponding to a plurality of Z positions are generated
in the unit region. Next, the CPU 220 generates the above-
mentioned focal image data based on the generated plurality
of'pieces of image data (step S53). The generated focal image
data is stored into the storage unit 240.

After the process of any one of steps S31, S44, S53, the
CPU 220 determines whether or not the currently-imaged
unit region is a unit region to be lastly imaged within the
observation object region (step S61). It is to be noted that, for
example, the CPU 220 can store information indicative of the
position of the unit region into the storage unit 240 at the time
of' storing the image data after the processes of steps S31, S44,
S53 or the focal image data, to thereby perform with ease the
determination process of step S61 based on the positional
information.

When the currently-imaged unit region is not the unit
region to be lastly imaged, the CPU 220 returns to the process
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of step S22. Thereby, in step S22, the stage 21 moves so that
the next unit region is imaged.

On the other hand, when the currently-imaged unit region
is the unit region to be lastly imaged, the CPU 220 connects a
plurality of image data or omnifocal image data generated
respectively corresponding to all the unit regions within the
observation object region, and displays an observation object
image based on the connected image data or omnifocal image
data in the display unit 260 of FIG. 1 (step S62). Thereby, the
designated observation process is completed.

(5) Effects

(5-1) In the magnification observation device 300 accord-
ing to the present embodiment, shape data is generated at the
time of generating navigation image data. By designation of
an observation object region based on the navigation image,
an observation object region based on the shape data is
imaged. In this case, since the shape data indicates the posi-
tion of the surface of the observation object S in the Z-direc-
tion, the object lens 13 can be focused on the surface of the
observation object S in a short period of time at the time of
imaging the observation object region. This can result in
reduction in time for imaging the observation object region.

(5-2) In the present embodiment, an image based on any
one of the normal image data, the laminated image data, and
the omnifocal image data is displayed as a navigation image.

As described above, the laminated image data is an aggre-
gate of a plurality of pieces of image data captured in a state
where the object lens 13 is located in a plurality of Z positions
in each unit region. In this case, a plurality of images that are
displayed based on the plurality of pieces of image data are
focused on different portions or are different in focal degree.
When the navigation image is displayed based on the lami-
nated image data, an image of the navigation region NR based
on image data designated by the user is displayed as a navi-
gation image in the navigation region 430. Therefore, the user
can display a desired image, out of the plurality of images
being focused on different portions or different in focal
degree, as the navigation image in the display unit 260. This
allows the user to appropriately designate the observation
object region.

Further, when the navigation image is displayed based on
the omnifocal image data, in the navigation image, the focus
is on each of the plurality of surfaces (first plane S1 and
second plane S2 of FIG. 2) of the observation object S. This
allows the user to appropriately designate the observation
object region.

(6) Other Embodiments

(6-1) The navigation image is used, for example, for the
user to designate a desired observation object region while
recognizing the entire shape of the observation object S.
Therefore, the quality of the navigation image may be low as
compared with the quality of the observation object image
displayed in the image display region 410 by the designated
observation process.

In this case, an imaging condition for the imaging unit 10 at
the time of the navigation image generation process and an
imaging condition for the imaging unit 10 at the time of the
designated observation process can be set so as to be different
from each other.

For example, the magnification of the object lens 13 at the
time of the navigation image generation process is made
lower than the magnification of the object lens 13 at the time
of the designated observation process. In this case, the lower
the magnification of the object lens 13, the larger the unit
region being the imaging range of the imaging unit 10. This
can reduce the number of unit regions to be imaged at the time
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of the navigation image generation process. Consequently,
the navigation image can be displayed in a short period of
time.

Further, the exposure time for the imaging unit 10 at the
time of the navigation image generation process is made
shorter than the exposure time for the imaging unit 10 at the
time of the designated observation process. In this case, the
observation object S can be imaged at high speed at the time
of the navigation image generation process. Thereby, the
navigation image can be displayed in a short period of time. In
this case, an image remaining dark may be displayed as the
navigation image. Further, a gain of the color CCD 11 may be
increased, to thereby display a navigation image having infe-
rior image quality but appropriate brightness.

Moreover, the observation object S is imaged by means of
optical interferometry by use of a different imaging unit from
the imaging unit 10 of FIG. 1 at the time of the navigation
image generation process, and the observation object S is
imaged by use of the imaging unit 10 of FIG. 1 at the time of
the designated observation process. In imaging by means of
optical interferometry, it is possible to acquire data on the
position of the surface of the observation object S without
moving the object lens. In this case, the observation object S
can be imaged at high speed at the time of the navigation
image generation process. Thereby, the navigation image can
be displayed in a short period of time.

Further, part of a plurality of pieces of pixel data included
in each image data is thinned out in acquiring a plurality of
pieces of image data at the time of the navigation image
generation process. In this case, an amount of data processed
at the time of the navigation image generation process is
reduced. Thereby, the navigation image can be displayed in a
short period of time.

It is to be noted that in a confocal microscope, when the
inclined surface of the observation object S is observed at a
low magnification, reflected light from the surface of the
observation object S can be hardly received. Further, in the
confocal microscope, information on color of the surface of
the observation object S cannot be obtained. Hence, in the
case of observing the observation object S having the inclined
surface, as the imaging condition at the time of the navigation
image generation process, an imaging method by means of a
normal optical microscope is preferably applied instead of an
imaging method using a focal system.

Further, in a fluorescence microscope for observing the
observation object S such as microorganisms, the exposure
time is set long since weak fluorescence is received. More-
over, when the observation object S is irradiated with strong
excitation light for generating fluorescence, the observation
object S may be damaged. For this reason, in the case of
observing the observation object S such as microorganisms,
as the imaging condition at the time of the navigation image
generation process, an imaging method by means of the nor-
mal optical microscope or an imaging method using optical
interferometry is preferably applied instead of an imaging
method by means of the fluorescence microscope.

(6-2) In the above embodiment, the focal position of the
object lens 13 (distance from the object lens 13 to the focus of
the object lens 13 in the light-axis direction) is fixed. This is
not restrictive, and the object lens 13 may be a variable focal
lens capable of changing a focal position. In this case, the lens
driving unit 17 for moving the object lens 13 in the Z-direc-
tion becomes unnecessary.

(6-3) The image processing apparatus 200 may be config-
ured to be capable of adjusting an imaging condition for the
unit region upon start of the designated observation process.
For example, at the start of the designated observation pro-



US 9,383,569 B2

19

cess, the image processing apparatus 200 may accept an
adjustment instruction for the gain of the color CCD 11 of
FIG. 1, an adjustment instruction for the exposure time, an
adjustment instruction for white balance, and the like based
on the user’s operation on the input unit 250 of FIG. 1. In this
case, the user can appropriately adjust the imaging condition
at the time of the designated observation process while view-
ing the navigation image.

(6-4) In the above embodiment, the object lens 13 ismoved
in the Z-direction, to change a relative position in the Z-di-
rection of the observation object S with respect to the object
lens 13, but this is not restrictive. The stage 21 may be moved
in the Z-direction, to thereby change the relative position in
the Z-direction of the observation object S with respect to the
object lens 13.

(7) Corresponding Relations Between Each Constitutional
Element of Claims and Each Part of Embodiments

Although an example of correspondence between each
constitutional element of the claims and each part of the
embodiments will be hereinafter described, the present inven-
tion is not limited to the following examples.

In the above embodiment, the observation object S is an
example of the object, the magnification observation device
300 is an example of the magnification observation device,
the stage 21 is an example of the placement unit, the normal
image data, the laminated image data, the omnifocal image
data, and the navigation image data are examples of the first
image data, the imaging unit 10 is an example of the imaging
unit, the navigation image is an example of the region pre-
sentation image, and the display unit 260 is an example of the
display unit.

Further, the shape data is an example of the focus position
data, the CPU 220 is an example of the processing unit and the
control unit, the input unit 250 is an example of the operation
unit, and the operation in the case where the normal observa-
tion button 424 of FIG. 8 is operated at the time of the
designated observation process (operation of step S31 of FIG.
12), the operation in the case where the detailed observation
button 425 of FIG. 8 is operated at the time of the designated
observation process (operations of steps S41 to S44 of FIG.
12), and the operation in the case where the omnifocal obser-
vation button 426 of FIG. 8 is operated at the time of the
designated observation process (operations of step S51 to S53
of FIG. 13) are examples of the focusing operations.

Moreover, the first Z-direction movement range and the
second Z-direction movement range are examples of the posi-
tion parameter, the setting operation for the first Z-direction
movement range (operation of step S41 of FIG. 12) and the
setting operation for the second Z-direction movement range
(operation of step S51 of FIG. 13) are examples of the param-
eter setting operation, and the operation for moving the object
lens 13 within the set first Z-direction movement range or
second Z-direction movement range (operation of step S42 of
FIG. 12 or step S52 of FIG. 13) is an example of the moving
operation.

Further, the image data captured at the time of the desig-
nated observation process is an example of the second image
data, the magnification of the object lens 13, the exposure
time for the imaging unit 10, the imaging method, the number
of pieces of pixel data used for the process, and the like at the
time of the navigation image generation process are examples
of the first imaging condition, and the magnification of the
object lens 13, the exposure time for the imaging unit 10, the
imaging method, the number of pieces of pixel data used for
the process, and the like at the time of the designated obser-
vation process are examples of the second imaging condition.
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Furthermore, the navigation image displayed in the display
unit 260 based on the laminated image data is an example of
the image (region presentation image) of the object based on
atleast part of the first image data designated by the operation
unit, and the navigation image displayed in the display unit
260 based on the omnifocal image data is an example of the
image (region presentation image) focused on the plurality of
positions of the observation surfaces of the object.

As each constitutional element of the claims, a variety of
other elements having the configuration or the function
described in the claims can be employed.

The present invention is effectively applicable to a variety
of magnification observation devices.

What is claimed is:
1. A magnification observation device which images an
object to display an image of the object, comprising:

a placement unit on which the object is mounted;

an imaging unit for imaging the object mounted on the
placement unit to capture a plurality of first image data;

a processing unit for generating a plurality of focus posi-
tion data indicating a position of an observation surface
of the object in a light-axis direction of the imaging unit
at a plurality of different positions in the direction per-
pendicular to the light-axis direction of the imaging unit,
based on the plurality of pieces of first image data cap-
tured by the imaging unit with the focus position of the
imaging unit relatively different in the light-axis direc-
tion of the imaging unit by a moving operation that
moves at least one of the imaging unit and the placement
unit along the light-axis direction of the imaging unit;

a memory for storing a region presentation image based on
the plurality of first image data and the plurality of focus
position data associated with each other, the plurality of
focus position data corresponding to a plurality of dif-
ferent regions within the region presentation image
wherein the region presentation image is either extracted
from the plurality of first image data or is synthesized
from the plurality of first image data;

a display unit for displaying the region presentation image
stored in the memory;

an operation unit for designating a specified region of a part
of the region presentation image displayed by the dis-
play unit as an observation object region;

and a control unit for moving the placement unit in the
direction perpendicular to the light-axis direction of the
imaging unit to a position corresponding to the observa-
tion object region designated by the operation unit, and
for performing a focusing operation controlling at least
one of the imaging unit and the placement unit based on
the focus position data stored in the memory and
included in the observation object region designated by
the operation unit.

2. The magnification observation device according to claim

1, wherein the focusing operation includes

a parameter setting operation for setting a position param-
eter related to positional relationship between the imag-
ing unit and the placement unit in the light-axis direction
of the imaging unit, based on the focus position data
generated by the processing unit, and

a moving operation for moving at least one of the imaging
unit and the placement unit along the light-axis direction
of the imaging unit based on the position parameter set
by the parameter setting operation.
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3. The magnification observation device according to claim

1, wherein

the operation unit is configured to allow a user to designate
a plurality of unit regions as the observation object
region in the region presentation image, and

the control unit is configured so as to perform the focusing
operation on each of the plurality of unit regions desig-
nated by the operation unit, based on the focus position
data generated by the processing unit.

4. The magnification observation device according to claim

1, wherein

the control unit further controls the imaging unit so as to
capture a second image data for displaying an image of
the observation object region by imaging the observa-
tion object region after the focus of the imaging unit has
been on the observation surface in the observation object
region by the focusing operation,

the display unit further displays an image of the observa-
tion object region based on the second image data cap-
tured by the imaging unit,

the imaging unit images an object with a first imaging
condition atthe case of acquiring the first image dataand
images an object with a second imaging condition at the
case of acquiring the second image data, and

the first imaging condition and the second imaging condi-
tion is set so that the quality of an image based on the first
image data is lower than that of an image based on the
second image data.

5. The magnification observation device according to claim

1, wherein

the control unit further controls the imaging unit so as to
sequentially image a plurality of unit regions, to thereby
capture the first image data with respect to each unit
region,

at the time of imaging one unit region of the plurality of unit
region for acquiring the first image data, the control unit
controls the processing unit so as to generate the focus
position data in the one unit region in the light-axis
direction of the imaging unit based on the first image
data captured by imaging of the one unit region, and

at the time of imaging the one unit region and subsequent
unit regions, the imaging unit captures the first image
data using the focus position data generated at the time
of' imaging of the one unit region.

6. The magnification observation device according to claim

1, wherein

the control unit further controls at least one of the imaging
unitand the placement unit so that a focus of the imaging
unit is moved to a plurality of positions in the light-axis
direction of the imaging unit and the object is respec-
tively imaged at the plurality of positions, to thereby
capture a plurality of pieces of first image data,

the operation unit is configured to allow a user to select at
least part of the plurality of pieces of first image data
captured respectively corresponding to the plurality of
positions, and

the control unit displays an image of the object as a region
presentation image in the display unit based on the at
least part of the first image data selected by the operation
unit.

7. The magnification observation device according to claim

1, wherein

the control unit further controls at least one of the imaging
unitand the placement unit so that a focus of the imaging
unit is moved to a plurality of positions in the light-axis
direction of the imaging unit and the object is respec-
tively imaged at the plurality of positions, to thereby
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capture a plurality of pieces of first image data, and
displays an image focused on the plurality of positions
of the observation surfaces of the object as a region
presentation image in the display unit by selectively
using each part of the plurality of pieces of the first
image data captured.

8. An observation method using a magnification observa-

tion device which images an object to display an image of the
object, comprising:

a) imaging the object mounted on a placement unit by an
imaging unit to capture a plurality of pieces of first
image data;

b) generating a plurality of focus position data indicating a
position of an observation surface of the object in a
light-axis direction of the imaging unit at a plurality of
different positions in the direction perpendicular to the
light-axis direction of the imaging unit, based on the
plurality of first image data captured by step a), with the
focus position of the imaging unit relatively different in
the light-axis direction of the imaging unit by a moving
operation that moves at least one of the imaging unit and
the placement unit along the light-axis direction of the
imaging unit;

¢) storing a region presentation image based on the plural-
ity of first image data in a memory for storing a region
presentation image based on the plurality of first image
data and the plurality of focus position data associated
with each other, the plurality of focus position data cor-
responding to a plurality of different regions within the
region presentation image wherein the region presenta-
tion image is either extracted from the plurality of first
image data or is synthesized from the plurality of first
image data;

d) displaying the region presentation image stored in the
memory;

e) designating a specified region that is a part of the region
presentation image displayed by step d) as an observa-
tion object region; and

f) moving the placement unit in the direction perpendicular
to the light-axis direction of the imaging unit to a posi-
tion corresponding to the observation object region des-
ignated by step Begin e), and performing a focusing
operation controlling at least one of the imaging unit and
the placement unit based on the focus position data
stored in the memory and included in the observation
object region designated by step e).

9. The observation method according to claim 8, wherein

the focusing operation includes

a parameter setting operation for setting a position param-
eter related to positional relationship between the imag-
ing unit and the placement unit in the light-axis direction
of the imaging unit, based on the focus position data
generated by step b), and

a moving operation for moving at least one of the imaging
unit and the placement unit along the light-axis direction
of the imaging unit based on the position parameter set
by the parameter setting operation.

10. The observation method according to claim 8, wherein

step e) is configured to allow a user to designate a plurality
of unit regions as the observation object region in the
region presentation image, and

step f) is configured so as to perform the focusing operation
on each of the plurality of unit regions designated by step
e), based on the focus position data generated by step b).

11. The observation method according to claim 8, wherein

step T) further includes controlling the imaging unit so as to
capture a second image data for displaying an image of
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the observation object region by imaging the observa-
tion object region after the focus of the imaging unit has
been on the observation surface in the observation object
region by the focusing operation,

step d) further includes displaying an image of the obser-
vation object region based on the second image data
captured by the imaging unit,

the imaging unit images an object with a first imaging
condition atthe case of acquiring the first image dataand
images an object with a second imaging condition at the
case of acquiring the second image data, and

the first imaging condition and the second imaging condi-
tion is set so that the quality of an image based on the first
image data is lower than that of an image based on the
second image data.

12. The observation method according to claim 8, wherein

step T) further includes controlling the imaging unit so as to
sequentially image a plurality of unit regions, to thereby
capture the first image data with respect to each unit
region,

at the time of imaging one unit region of the plurality of unit
region for acquiring the first image data, the focus posi-
tion data in the one unit region in the light-axis direction
of the imaging unit is generated by step b) based on the
first image data captured by imaging of the one unit
region, and

at the time of imaging the one unit region and subsequent
unit regions, the imaging unit captures the first image
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data using the focus position data generated at the time
of imaging of the one unit region.

13. The observation method according to claim 8, wherein

step 1) further includes controlling at least one of the imag-
ing unit and the placement unit so that a focus of the
imaging unit is moved to a plurality of positions in the
light-axis direction of the imaging unit and the object is
respectively imaged at the plurality of positions, to
thereby capture a plurality of first image data,

step e) is configured to allow a user to select at least part of
the plurality of first image data captured respectively
corresponding to the plurality of positions, and

an image of the object as a region presentation image is
displayed by step f) based on the at least part of the first
image data selected by step ).

14. The observation method according to claim 8, wherein

step 1) further includes controlling at least one of the imag-
ing unit and the placement unit so that a focus of the
imaging unit is moved to a plurality of positions in the
light-axis direction of the imaging unit and the object is
respectively imaged at the plurality of positions, to
thereby capture a plurality of first image data, and dis-
playing an image focused on the plurality of positions of
the observation surfaces of the object as a region presen-
tation image by selectively using each part of the plural-
ity of the first image data captured.
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